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instead of doing away with the canon altogether, or at least before doing 
so, a thorough and conscientious research and analysis of what is 


problematic about that canon remains a prerequisite. 


If we clearly understand Said's project, we would not see any 
irony in the fact that Said's work has itself been consistently grounded in 
the literary canon. His first hand experience and access to the culture of 
imperialism had made him intimately familiar with the culture of the 
Occidental “other”, and this, I daresay, has been a major factor in the 
essential “genuineness” of his deconstructive philosophical position. It is 
mainly through an understanding of the literary and cultural discourse 
generating the canon that Said could question the legacies of imperialism 
and jingoism, and expose the conventional authoritarian narrative that 


engendered Western Europe. 


My sketchy report unfortunately leaves out many subtleties of 
Said's approach, but this is the hazard of all overviews. Let me 
nevertheless conclude that Said has, against all odds, managed to secure 
himself a renowned place within the apparatus of higher education in the 
humanities in the United States and has, with remarkable success, 
managed to restructure the teaching of the humanities in general, and 
take the study of literature out of the restricted domain of studying the 
works ofa major “author”, and bring it into the more intriguing area of 


cultural studies. 
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propounds in Orientalism with the intent of formulating a postcolonial 
approach to Mansfield Park ;thereby, staging a critique of the established 
canon. On the other hand, a cogent reading of the novel allows him to 
trace the figurations of the Other, thus widening the scope of critical 
interest in the work, extending it from being solely part of the English 
literary canon to the wider area of cultural studies. In so doing, Said 
demonstrates the advantages of such wider conception of critical 
practice as cultural critique wherein the interplay of political, historical, 


social and literary concerns can be seen at its best. 


It may be redundant to reiterate here what has become almost a 
commonplace: that Said'“s brand of cultural criticism has been 
fundamental in the development of postcolonial studies. Concepts such 
as the “centre” and the “margin” or the “Self” and the “Other” have been 
crucial in both his theory and practice. For him, the “marginal” East 
helps define the “central” colonial West as much as the Oriental “Other” 
is a projection of the Western view that constructs it. Such terms played a 
major role in the development of postcolonial studies. In fact, it is thanks 
to Said's work that postcolonial literary criticism has recognized the 
importance of looking into the work of the “other”, i.e., the subaltern, the 
marginalized or the minorities, scrutinizing them with the same kind of 
rigour that the “major” writers of the English literary canon had been 
studied. Yet, Said takes a firm stance against those voices that belong to 
What he characterizes as “the rhetoric of blame”. (115) He in fact has no 
sympathy for those who call for discarding writers like Austen, 
dismissing, them as “white, privileged, insensitive, [and] complicit".(115) 
It is here, I guess, that Said”s hidden message lies. l cannot actually see 
any exaggeration in the claim that Said”s Culture and Criticism is, and 
will remain, at the heart of the debate in Western universities concerning 


the teaching of the Anglo-Saxon canon. Said seems to be saying that 
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“essential moral interest offered by Jane Austen”s art”, as well as in his 
allusion to Austen's concern with “essential human issues”, and further 


in his reference to her “essential problems as novelist.” (Leavis, 10) 


Said's main concern is with such pillars of the English literary 
canon as Jane Austen, Kipling and Conrad. However, a real appreciation 
of his work remains impossible without a careful study of his reading 
strategies. His article entitled “Jane Austen and Empire” seems to be a 
response to the aforementioned mainstream interpretations. It is in 
pursuing those strategies that Said's reading of those canonical texts 
culminates in a deconstruction of the critical perspectives of critics like 
Arnold Kettle, F.R. Leavis, Q.D. Leavis and lan Watt. Indeed, Said does 


not seem to mince his words in the process of spelling out his intentions: 


We must not say that since Mansfield Parkis a novel, its 
affiliations with a sordid history are irrelevant or 
transcendent,...Having read Mansfield Park as part of the 
structure of an expanding imperialist venture, one cannot 
simply restore it to the canon of “great literary 
masterpieces” = to which it most certainly belongs and 
leave it at that. Rather, I think the novel, steadily, if 
unobtrusively, opens up a broad expanse of domestic 
imperialist culture without which Britain's subsequent 
acquisition of territory would not have been 
possible.(Said, 114) 


Said's strategies of reading can be traced back to the 
poststructural practice of deconstruction. This practice involves a critique 
that examines and tests the assumptions supporting colonial discourse in 
order to question the premises from which it proceeds. However, Said's 


contribution is two-fold. On the one hand, he uses the theory he 
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of the tum of the eighteenth century, could scarcely be 
expected to analyse class society in modern terms. We 
must make a certain allowance, reading the book with a 
willing suspension of our own ideas and prejudices. 
(Kettle 95) 


Such readings of Jane Austen by mainstream British critics do not 


lose sight of a tradition that insists on viewing the works of "major" 


English fiction writers as constituting what F. R. Leavis calls "The Great 


Tradition". The passage on Austen is worth quoting in full, because it is 


mostly representative of the idea of the greatness of the English literary 


canon: 


essentialist 


Jane Austen is one of the truly great writers, and herself a 
major fact in the background ofother great writers...In 
fact, Jane Austen, in her indebtedness to others, provides 
an exceptionally illuminating study of the nature of 
originality, and she exemplifies beautifully the relation of 
“the individual talent” to tradition. If the influences 
bearing on her hadn't comprised something fairly to be 
called tradition she couldn't have found herself and her 
true direction; but her relation to tradition is a creative 
one... for us she creates the tradition we see leading down 
to her. Her work, like the work of all great creative writers 
gives a meaning to the past...Jane Austen, in fact, is the 
inauguration of the great tradition of the English novel LI 
and by “great tradition” I mean the tradition of which 


what is great in English fiction belongs. (Leavis 5) 


No clever reader could miss here Leavis's unmistakably 


bias which is explicitly stated later in his reference to the 
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In his analysis of Mansfield Park, Said offers an approach to the 
understanding of what he calls “the structure of attitude and reference”. 
(114) He points to Austen's obvious tendency, recurrent throughout the 
novel, to legitimize Sir Thomas Bertram's exploitation of the colonies 
in Antigua as a source of catering for the extravagance of his Mansfield 
Park estates. Said rnoves on to affirm that such a tendency to legitimize 
exploitation is in fact typical of the general traits of a colonial discourse 
that attempted to justify what was regarded as the inevitability of 
maintaining the British colonies in the Caribbean and elsewhere, as these 
colonies were the indispensable source of wealth for England. Said also 
affirms that such insight, rarely found in “mainstream interpretation” 
(114), necessitates a careful reading capable of discerning “how ideas 
about dependent races and territories were held both by foreign-office 
executives, colonial bureaucrats, and military strategists and by 
intelligent novel-readers educating themselves in the fine points of moral 


evaluation, literary balance, and stylistic finish.”(Said 114) 


However, an understanding of Said's strategies of reading cannot 
be fully appreciated without a consideration of those "mainstream 


interpretations". 


In his attempt to exonerate Jane Austen from the limitations of 
her mora! consciousness, which limitations are understandably dictated 
by the fact that she belonged to a privileged social class that takes for 
granted the injustices of a class society, Arnold Kettle gives those readers 
who "want to have their novel and yet eat it” (Kettle 95) a lesson in a 


'proper' reading of Austen's novels: 


But after all we must remember when Jane Austen was 
writing, we must approach the novels with sympathy in 


their historical context. Jane Austen. a genteel bourjeoise 
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Both books, then, are parts of the same project in which Said shows how 
“a very large mass [of Western] writers, among whom are poets, 
novelists, philosophers, political theorists, economists, and imperial 
administrators, have accepted the basic distinction between the East and 
West as the starting point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social 
descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, its people, 
customs, “mind”, destiny, and so on.”(Orientalism, Intro. 2) It is my 
intention here to consider the lessons Said offers to Western and non- 
Western readers alike through his thorough reading of how Western 
culture operates in the service of imperialism. In this book he examines 
Western culture, from Jane Austen to Salman Rushdie in an attempt to 
account for the roots of imperialism in European culture. What follows is 
a sample of Said's analysis of Jane Austen's Mansfield Park as 
exemplifying his investigation into literary and cultural representations of 


imperialism. 


In the introduction to his famous collection of Critical Essays on 
Jane Austen, lan Watt argues that "Jane Austen's works have certainly 
provoked those who have written about them to reveal as much about 
themselves as about the novels."(Watt 1) Watt's subtle observation seems 
to be most pertinent to Edward Said's reading of Jame Austen's 
Mansfield Park. Literary opinion on Jane Austen has generally shifted 
from regarding her as that popular eighteenth century English writer 
whose major concern was the portrayal of'provincial middle class society 
to the perception that Austen is a writer who relies on irony to drive 
home specific moral judgments. Traditional scholarly attention is, in the 
case of Jane Austen, marked by two divergent attitudes: one views her as 
"auntie" Jane, that untutored genius with a flair for telling stories about 


love and marriage, whilst the other considers her a very serious writer. 
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Said enumerates Western writers, notably in the nineteenth century, who 
represented Orientalism's asseverations. To these one may add the views 
of the American military and political analyst, Samuel Huntington who 
purports that the world remains caught up in a “clash of civilizations” 
among large cultural groups and that Islam seems to be the most 
threatening of these to Western civilization today. Alongside this view, 
we have witnessed today the re-emergence of this “fixed status” (Said, 
Orientalism Revisited 16) of Islam and the Muslims. The following 
words by Francis Fukuyama published in an American newspaper 
commenting on the September 11 explosions reflect this idea: “But there 
does seem to be something about Islam... that makes Muslim societies 
particularly resistant to modernity”. However, another academic trend 
has always maintained that the representation of what is Arabic or 
Islamic has always been determined by the contemporary political and 
economic forces. The efforts of scholars who attempt to defy traditional 
Orientalist scholarship that wear the masks of neutrality and objectivity 
like R.W.Southern, Norman Daniel, Maxime Rodinson, Yves Lacostes 
and Jackie Kaye, belong to the second trend. On the other hand, we have 
the work of Arab scholars who have attempted to dispute the authority 
and apparent objectivity of an “Orientalism” deeply rooted in the 
practices of the European colonial powers. Among these, Edward Said, 
Abdallah Laroui, Anwar Abdel Malek, Amine Maalouf and Nasr Hamid 
Abouzeid stand out as prominent contemporary figures who themselves 


have suffered the havocs of imperialism and colonialism. 


While Said'“s Orientalism is mainly concerned with the 
representation of the “Oriental” Arab in Western academic tradition, his 
Culture and Imperialism (1993) offers a more general meaning of 
Orientalism as a style of thought based upon an epistemological and 


ontological distinction made between the “Orient” and the “Occident”. 
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Edward Said and the Lessons of Reading 
Faten I.Morsy 


The pursuit of knowledge is mainly a historical act. Our selection 
of certain “past” texts is done for certain strategic reasons, for we are 
continuously involved in a process of re-producing the “meaning” and 
“value' of literary texts in the “past” to forge our present and future times. 
Thus, notions of “objectivity”, “Impartiality”, and “disinterestedness' 
should be given up altogether in studying “the past' and “past meanings”, 
in favour of an analysis of the process and institutions of reproduction in 
which such “timeless essences' are given material form. Thus, the 
meaning of a given text depends on its value and use, i.e. what that text 
means to us now, how it is read now or produced in the culture of the 
new millennium. For example, we study texts like medieval folk war 
epics to discover that what the meanings of such texts were are what 
they are now and what makes them still valid is to view them in relation 
to contemporary discourses of power, coercion and imperialism, on the 


one hand, and confrontation and resistance on the other. 


In Orientalism (1978) Edward Said's primary aim was to 
demonstrate that the image of the Arab in the eyes of the Occidental 
European had never been a unified or clear-cut one. He brilliantly tried to 
explain that the image had been in a constant act of reshaping depending 
on political, economic and ideological “realities” of the particular 
historical moment. Indeed, a look at the corpus of literature dedicated to 
the study of Arabism or Islam would conclude that there has been 
traditionally two main scholarly attitudes. The first, is supposedly 
practiced by mainstream academic thought who confined their views of 
what is Arabic or Islamic in terms of a fixed status of an object to be 


passively perceived by Western eyes. In his famous Orientalism Edward 
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Similarly, the little that has been implemented in favour of cultural 
convergence has been understood only in terms of the dialogue of 
civilisations and religions, when in reality this is not where the gap is. 
In the first place, the concept of the “dialogue of civilisations” is in 
itself pernicious, given its implicit recognition of the existence of 
monolithic, divergent worlds (which is the basis of the “clash of 
civilisations" theory) Iln the same way, to centre the question on 
religion, putting ulemas, rabbis and cardinals together at a table, is a 
fairly useless exercise, as shown by the failure of such conferences 
as have been held so far, because it is neither in religion nor in 
these actors that the present problems are centred. In fact the 
programs have been carried in this direction by the imagery and 
stereotypes discussed earlier, rather than by any deeper 
acquaintance with the regions history and politics. And these are the 
key ambits crying out for work to restore stability and relations 
between the two shores. | believe that: to revise historical memory, 
with moral acknowledgement of political responsibilities; to establisii 
a radical cultural equality between all citizens regardless of cultural 
background or religious confession; and to choose values rather 
than interests, should be the guidelines that inspire the actions of 
the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership in its aim of “contributing to 
better mutual understanding among the peoples of the region.” 
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All these considerations are accompanied by other opinions, that the 
US andiits allies took little care to avoid civilian lraqi casualties in the 
war, as well as taking no particular interest in the reconstruction of 
Irag, so that conditions there are now worse than they were under 
Saddam Hussein. 


But it is important to note that these opinions against the US 
proceed from strictly political, not cultural considerations. More, the 
survey shows that, far from resorting to “culturalist” attitudes against 
an outside menace, there exists among Arab and Muslim citizens “a 
considerable appetite for democratic freedoms. People in Muslim 
place a high value on freedom of expression, freedom of the press, 
multi-party systems and equal treatment under the law.” Though 
many defend a prominent role for Islam in public life, “Muslims who 
support a greater role for Islam in politics place the highest regard 
on freedom of speech, freedom of the press and the importance of 
free and contested elections.” Hence the stereotypes about the 
impossibility of accommodating Islamic views to democratic models 
should at least be put in quarantine. 


All this gogs to show that, contrary to what many in the western 
world think, the gap between this world and the Muslim one is 
profoundiy political in nature, being fed by a growing feeling of 
injustice and arbitrariness produced by the international! policy led by 
the US, which, far from favouring democratisation and respect for 
human rights, grants impunity to local governments. A feeling which 
is largely shared by European public opinion, as shown by the 
survey conducted at the same time in Europe. This policy fuels 
nationalist feelings that may even be expressed violently, as 
humiliation and oppression grow, and as militarist options impose 
themselves in preference to political ones (as in Palestine and Iraq). 


The European response: the Euro-Mediterranean process 


The role that the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership has pizyeu lo 
promote mutual understanding between peoples from north and 
southern Mediterranean region has been irrelevant. On the one 
hand, the Euro-Mediterranean association is limited to relation with 
the governments, and is totally unknown to the peoples of the 
southern shore. 
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Meanwhile some significant opinion surveys in the Arab and Muslim ' 
countries around lraq have afforded a more concrete idea of these 
people's vision of the West, underlining that the conflict comes from 
politics and not from culture or democratic western values. The 
latest opinion survey made by the prestigious American institution 
The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press in seven 
Arab countries, Turkey and Israel, late in 2003, as to opinions of the 
US and its policy after the invasion of lraq, is significant in this 
respect. 


Except in Israel, everywhere the citizens were "overwhelmingly 
opposed to the US" and in some cases, as in Jordan and Palestine, 
the anti-American position reached 99 and 9890 of persons 
surveyed. Tne study also shows that “the intensity of this attitude is 
striking.” Even in Turkey, a non-Arab country with a pro-western 
tradition, support for the US has fallen drastically with respect to 
surveys in 2000-2002, so that now only 1590 of Turks surveyed 
express positive feelings about the US, and most reject even the 
limited support their country offered the US for the invasion of Iraq. 


Against this almost unanimous opposition, most Israelis (7990) 
express positions favourable to the US and its policies. 


It is also noteworthy that that most of the Arabs surveyed see ir: the 
US see in the US a potential military threat to their own country, and 
consider that American policy is jeopardising the stability of the 
region. Similarly, as compared with the situation in 2002, 
Washington's anti-terrorist struggle has radically lost credibility in 
these countries, less than a quarter supporting it. That is, the “war 
on terrorism,” as formulated and applied by the US, enjoys little 
social support in the part of the world where this “war” is to be 
waged. 


Of particular concern is the growing discredit of the United Nations 
among these citizens. Probably this feeling is owing to the 
progressive disappointment experienced by these people as they 
witness the UN's incapacity to oblige Israel to comply with its 
resolutioris; to their knowledge that the embargo that subjected the 
Iragi population to hardship during twelve years was imposed by the 
UN; and to the fact that resolution 1511 seems to give an 
ambiguous endorsement of the American occupation of Iraq. 
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permitted but actually sought, is the rejection of all proposals to 
establish international mechanisms to supervise the action of States 
in the struggle against terrorism. At the annual meeting of the UN 
Human Rights Commission at Geneva in 2002, the fifty-three 
member States yielded to the pressure of these authoritarian States 
and of the US, which though not a member of the Commission 
exerted a great deal of pressure, so that all the various propositions 
of this type were rejected. 


As the Tunisian dissident Moncef Marzuki remarked, “never have 
arab dictatorial regimes been in as comfortable position as they now 
are, since 11 September”. However, he lucidly points out that 
western leaders ought to understand that what most bothers them 
about the Arab and Islamic countries, immigration and terrorism, 
“are both the direct consequence of dictatorship and corruption”. 
The cooperation in anti-terrorist matters implemented since 
Septernber 11 is going to sideline the question of political changes 
which are necessary for a real stabilisation of this volcanic part of 
tne world and its consequent economic development, while it has 
consolidated the impunity of regimes that hold most of the region's 
population under a weight of social and economic oppression. 


The invasion of Iraq 


The American invasion and ocupation of lraq is an event of great 
magnitude, among other reasons because for the first time since the 
Second World War European and American public opinion have 
reacted in opposite fashion, this distancing being accompanied by a 
common reaction of European public opinion, in some cases in open 
opposition to the governments, when these supported and 
participated in the invasion, sending military contingents (the case of 
Britain, Spain and Italy) 


There has also been an important circumstance in that European 
and Arab and Muslim public opinion have coincided for the first time 
in their common rejection of the war, the former not being distracted 
by the cultural obsession. ln both cases the perception is the same: 
the cause of what is happening in the Middle East proceed from 
political factors, the most pernicious factor being occupation, 
whether of Iraq or of the Palestinian territories. The incidence of this 
is hard to analyse, given its recent character, but it may mark a 
significant shift in western perception of the Muslim world. 
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These attitudes are in line with the “cultura!” explanation, labelling 
and stigmatizing the world of Islam and all the Muslims, whi!e as 
much as confessing the explicit desire not to face the real 
explanation: that the Bin Laden phenomenon is a convulsive and 
extreme reaction to the pax Americana imposed since the Gulf War 
in the Middle East, and particularly in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf, 
which has its own strategy of totalitarian power as a response. 


To dismiss rational and political analysis is to elude the real actions 
that may work against the spread of this violence. The battle against 
terrorism transcends the paradigm of civilisations. lt means not only 
dealing with a threat, but accepting a challenge: to know and 
understand the diversity of the Muslim world, so as to weaken the 
extremists and encourage the reformists; to find political, non- 
military solutions to the conflicts in the region, and help to improve 
the wretched life led by so many people in these countries. 


Most of the actions and measures taken in the struggle against 
terrorism since 11 September 2001, though presented in terms of 
defence and protection of democratic ideals, cannot be considered 
democratic in nature. The new “anti-terrorist" legislation passed in 
the US, and in large measure imitated by other democratic western 
states, has been applied in an ambiguous framework in wtuch there 
has deliberately been no definition of just what constitutes terrorism, 
nor of just what criteria are to be used in verifying as terrorists all 
those persons that the very heterogeneous members of the 
international coalition may accuse of being such. 


On one hand, the “racial profile” has become a preventive 
mechanism of the struggle against terrorism on western soil, 
occasioning numerous arbitrary arrests of Muslims and other Asians 
residing in the US and Europe. This has brought a tendency to 
identify the potential terrorist by what he is, in race and religion, 
instead of what he does, thus enhancing racism and hatred of Islam. 
This new Islamophobia, based on suspicion of every Muslim as a 
potential hidden weapon of Bin Laden, has been justified in terms of 
patriotism or self-defence, acquiring a degree of legitimacy and 
excusability. 


On the other hand, the ambiguity as to who is really a terrorist has 
resulted in the consolidation of repressive regimes, prevalen: in 
many countries of the world. One proof that this ambiguity is not only 


8 mid 3 PLJI 


The September 11" attacks in New-York and Washington gave 
more weight to such anti-Muslim cultural perceptions. Since 
September 11 president Bush has affirmed in successive 
statements that American policy is guided by a profound respec; for 
Islam, and that there is no war against Islam, which is “a faŭih based 
on peace, love and compassion.” However this rhetoric is 
unconvincing in view of the facts, being unconfirmed by the way in 
which the US is interpreting and picturing the causes of violence in 
the Islamic world, or by the responses it makes to put an endto it. 


In reality, these “right-thinking” affirmations are contradicted by 
advisors and members of Bush's party, who unhesitatingly proclaim 
just tte contrary. Kenneth Adelman, a member of the Pentagon 
political staff, declared: “the more you examine this religion, the 
more militarist it looks. After all its founder, Mohammed, was a 
warrior, not an advocate of peace like Jesus;” Eliot Cohen, of the 
Pentagon advisory Council, also affirmed that “nobody would like to 
think that a major world religion has a deeply aggressive and 
dangerous strain in it... but uttering uncomfortable and unpleasant 
truths is one of the things that defines leadership. Paul Weyrisch, an 
influential activist in the White House, said that “Islam is at war 
against us” and complained of the US administration's talk of Islam 
as a religion of peace and tolerance just like Judaism and 
Christianity, “when it's not like that”, 


Meanwhile, the simple fact of having to make these affirimations in 
favour of Islam, having to show whether the Koran justifies terrorism 
or not, whether suicide forms part of Islamic culture or not, whether 
jihad mean this or the other thing, obliging every Muslim to daily 
defend himself amid the general suspicion of potential fanaticism 
inherent in his culture and religion, is proof that Islam and the 
Muslims are not judged by the same standards as Judaism and 
Christianitv. Just as it proves there exists a sickly obsession for 
explaining everything that happens in the Muslim countries in 
functicn of the "cultural-religious" to the detriment of the “political” 
aspect, something never done with other religions cultures or 
historical experiences where violence has also been enormously 
present (for when terrorism proceeds from groups of Jewish or 
Christian confession no one looks in the Bible for the explanation of 
this violence). 


duna vilelias o] 7 
—.——«———— LS A e mo e I SN iamo ELNA, 


to the monopolar order, was a division which does not stand up to 
an observation facts and history. Are political and, ideological factors 
not also present in the new post-bipolar order, just as tĥe elements 
relative to identity and culture were present in previous situations? 
Perhaps politics, ideology and economic play no role in civilisations. 
To this is added a huge ignorance of these Confucian and Islamic 
worlds (the latter being cheerfully parcelled into Arab, Turkish and 
Malayan sectors), with a forced interpretation of civilisations a 
closed cultural entities, determined upon a dialectic of confrontation, 
which is a vision more essentialist than real. Finally, his proposals 
for western action in the clash of civilisations constituted exactly the 
best way to make his theory a self-fulfilling prophesy: domination, 
exclusion, cultural homogenisation. 


Its lack of scientific rigour ought to have made this shori article go 
unnoticed, had it not answered the need to bring up a new ideology 
(oddly enough, in a thesis that proclaims the end of ideologies) to 
morally justify the restructuring of the world, charged with economic 
and political hegemony, which the US aspires to preside. The 
cultural and religious line serves as an instrument with which to blind 
western opinion to the heavy political charge of western behaviour in 
other parts of the world. The formula might be defined something 
like this: if the explanation of events is based mainly on an anti- 
westen cultura and religious determinism, this eludes 
responsibilities for weste political and military action in these 
regions. Behind expressions such as “/s/lam has bloody borders' lay 
the culturalist explanation which relieves the West of any 
responsibility for this “b/oodbath.” 


In fact, Huntington's contribution amounts to having rendered 
articulate a political theory which had already existed for a long time: 
the feeling of western cultural superiority, and its repertory of anti- 
Islamic imagery, at a moment when much of the world's attention is 
turned to the Middle East. 


The principle of the cultural threat posed by the Other being thus 
expressed, it becomes possible to dehumanize the sufferings 
deriving from Western international policies and inflicted on suffering 
populations. And more specifically, the fear around the “Islamic 
factor' will mean as a consequence that Western societies .surn 
insensitive to the situation of the Palestinians, the lIraqis, the 
Afghans. A situation that is rooted in the convergence of interests of 
local dictatorial regimes and those of the West. 
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The theory of the “clash of civilisations” 


It was not at all by chance that after the Gulf war there appeared the 
theory of the “clash of civilisations,” signed by the American political 
scientist Samuel P. Huntington. Huntington's article was to be for 
many the new ideology of the post-cold war. What the Harvard 
professor initialy proposed with a question mark, Clash of 
civilisations? and three years later without any interrogative, The 
Clash of Civilisations and the Remaking of World Order, is that “the 
fundamental source of conflict in this new world will not be primarily 
ideological or primarily economic. The great divissns among 
humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cuiŝurar"6  ) 
“With the end of the Cold War, international politics moves out of its 
Western phase, and its centrepiece becomes the interaction 
between the West and the non-Westermn civilisations...” then he 
affirms that “civilisations are differentiated from each other by 
history, language, culture, tradition and, most important, religion” 
and that “cultural commonality is a prerequisite for economic 
“integration” to end by giving his prescription as how to deal with this 
new fracture from the West: “it is clearly in the interest of the West to 
promote creater cooperation and unity within its own civilisation, 
particularly between its European and North American components; 
ta incorporate into the West societies in Eastern Europe and Latin 
America whose cultures are closed to those of the West; to promote 
and maintain cooperative relations with Russia and Japan ( 2 to 
limit the expansion of the military strength of Confucian and Islamic 
states (...); to exploit differences and conflicts among Confucian and 
Islamic states; to support in other civilisations groups sympathetic to 
Western values and interests; to strengthen international institutions 
that reflect and legitimate western interests and values arnid to 
premote the involvement of non-Western states in those 
institutions.” 


Huntington constructed his theory with a partial interpretation. of 
history, selecting at his convenience the conflictive momerts and 
eluding all those of interchange and cooperation, which had also 
characterised the historical dynamic between the supposed 
civilisations Which he arbitrarily labelled and classified. His 
capricious listing of pulitical and ideological factors and cultural and 
religious ones, adjudicating the first to.the cold war and the second 
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belong to European civilization, and that it should be universally 
imitated . 


Thus, for example, the declaration of the Conference of Berlin in 

1885, by which the European shared out the African continent, said 

that the European powers “ought to instruct the natives, bringing 
them to understand and appreciate the advantages of civilisation.” In 
consequence, when the natives “obstinately' defended their land 

and sovereignty, they were “justifiably' punished and decimated. 

The British Colonial minister from 1895 to 1903 affirmed the 

superiority of the white race and its civilisation, assuring that “our 
domination is the only way to insure peace, security and wealth fur 
the unfortunate people who never knew these things. This civilising 

mission is the fulfilment of our national! mission on behalf of the 

peoples who live under the shadow of our empire.” ln France 

meanwhile, Jules Ferry, proclaimed in the parliament on 28 July, 

1885 the duty “of the higher races to civilise the lower ones.” 


In regions such as China, India or the Islamic world where great 
civilizations had arisen, the category of “savage peoples” did not fit; 
for thesa cases there arose the theory of their exhaustion and 
incapacity to emerge from obscurantism against the advance of 
European civilisation. In this way there took place a process of 
denigration of the cultural and historic legacy of Islam, presented as 
incapable of progressing and modernising. That is, all the cultural 
elements of the Islamic ambit, including the Arabic language, were 
labelled as regressive and obstructive to modern evolution. This 
forged a European imagery charged with prejudices toward Islam, 
expelling the Islamic intellectual and cultura! legacy from the world of 
modernization, appropriated exclusively for the European model. 


At a later stage, when the anti-colonial movement developed in 
Europe, it was to question the legitimacy of the methods used 
(political domination and economic exploitation), but not the vosati,..: 
of the West to serve as the cultural model that would enabie ihe 
world to modernize. Progress and development could not be but the 
identical reproduction of what had happened in the West. 


In reality the term West appeared when from the Second World War 
there arose a new international order, divided in two power blocs: 
the Western and the Soviet, coinciding .with a loss of European 
influence in favour of the US; but this did not modify the feeling of 
cultural superiority that had so far existed. 
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starting point of a process whereby Europe sees itself as a close 
identity, and proclaims it is the only one to possess the higher 
attributes of mankind, considering in consequence other peoples 
as inferior. The ideological elaboration process that supports this 
European vision was completed during the Renaissance, and is 
still at work nowadays. lt has to do with a selective interpretation 
of History, which eradicates the East from European thinking and 
gives birth to the myth of Greco-Roman culture as its sole and 
only original source. ln other words, the founding myth of 
European thinking radically expelled the oriental contribution, and 
within this contribution, the significant role played by Muslim 
thought in the conservation and revitalization of Hellenistic 
philosophy, as well as in the development of a rationalistic 
philosophy of its own. As a result, there grew up the concept of 
two different isolated worlds having no heritage in common. 


In the 18" and 19" centuries an intensive historica! process took 
place, reinforcing this ethnocentric thought, when Europe came to 
represent both the universe of the ideas of the enlightenment and 
that of an expansive mercantilism seeking to colonize the other 
world. European colonial thought found it needed to prepare a 
moral and ethical justification for the exercise of political! 
domination and economic exploitation going on outside its 
frontiers. Thus arose the duality between “civilisation” and 
barbarism,” the concept of race and of European cultural 
superiorityv over the “others, appropriating the (universal 
representation of modernity and civilisation. Colonialism became a 
moral obligation and historical mission: to bring civilisation to 
backward peoples. From this time on we see cultural arguments 
adduced to justify what were really political actions. With this, 
piacing culture at the service of politics, a thought system was 
prepared which viewed other cultures as inferior and, above all, 
denied them any capacity to evolve and progress; these values 
being adjudicated exclusively to the European model. 


From this time on, the European culture was to be considered 
superior to all others, and the cultures of colonized peoples looked 
upon as inferior. Since then, Europe has been infused with a deep 
cuitural ethnocentrism through which it looks upon other cultures in 
an essentialist manner (that is to say, as if they were closed, 
immutable and monolithic, incapable of progress nor evoiution, in a 
way that is determinant for their future). As a result Europeans tend 
to consider that the notions of progress, dynamism and innovation 
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ISLAM IN THE EYES OF THE WEST 


; wL(9), 
By GEMA MARTIN-MUNOZ 


Professor of Sociology of the Arab and Islamic World. 
Autonomous University of Madrid 


Prevailins rciions in the West about the Muslim world stem from a 
compiex process of elahoration, in which historical and polilica! 
faciors are intertwined. 


The traditional western interpretation of History has tended to 
represent both worlds in terms of absolute concepts which 
propose two ambils of civilisation, supposedly homogeneous, and 
in conflict. At first, in the Middle Ages, this binomial was defined 
as “Islam" and “Christendom.” Historical and geographical 
proximity always means complex and competitive relatior:s 
belween the geopolitical entities concerned. And this has certainly 
been the case between the European and the Muslim world since 
the Middle Ages, an historical memory of conflicts having: been 
handed down. The rivalry between Islam and Christ:znity, 
between Al-Andalus and the Christian kingdoms in Spain. 
between the Christian and Ottoman empires, triggered conflicts of 
interests and ideologies tending to portray the other as the Devil. 
One need only read Arnin Maaloufs book "The Crusades seen hy 
the Arabs," or see Youssef Chahine's film "Saladin," to realize that 
their interpretalion of such historic events is just the opposite of 
kie ONE we have bulli in the West wilh a reverse symbolisin 
Nevertheless, the distortions brought about by such a situation did 
not prevent zie development of a very important mutual influence. 
The thing is, officiai History has paid little attention to this reality, 
higrilighting only the aspecis of conflict. The Byzantine Empire 
had close links to ihe Omeyyads and the Abbasids in the East 
(even closer than with the European Christian kingdoms), there 
was constant economic and culiural exchange between Al- 
Andalus and the Ciristian kingdoms, just as the islamization of 
western medieva! is an undeniable historic process (Sicily, the 
Iberian peninsula, the Balkans). 


The time when Jews and Muslims were expelled from Al-Andalus 
(Spain) as well as the discovery of America, represent the 
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